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Abstract 
 
This paper explored four techniques middle school educators used to increase the academic 
success and engagement of Native American and low-income students in the classrooms. Two 
researchers studied the effects of relationship building and culturally relevant writing curriculum 
on student engagement. The other two researchers studied the effects of vocabulary instruction 
and differentiated assessments on student academic success. Twenty four Native American or 
low income students in grades 6 through 8 were studied. Data was collected through student 
surveys, observations, and assessment results to determine the effectiveness of these four 
strategies. The researchers found that the relationship building and culturally relevant writing 
curriculum were effective tools in increasing student engagement. Academic vocabulary 
strategies documented an increase in student academic success. Differentiated assessments did 
not have an impact on student academic success. Teachers can benefit from the success of these 
strategies in addition to their current methods of teaching to help their Native American and low 
income students stay on task in class and succeed academically.  
Keywords: Native American, middle school, vocabulary, differentiated assessments, building 
relationships, culturally relevant writing curriculum.  
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Introduction 
Lyndon B. Johnson declared a war on poverty in the United States in 1964, yet the battle 
is still raging today. As of 2009, nearly 23.1% of America’s children live in relative poverty 
(Coley & Baker, 2013). An additional study conducted by the National Poverty Center (NPC) 
discovered that 2.8 million American children and their families are taking in less than $2 per 
person per day. For single-parent or minority households the rate is even higher (Coley & Baker, 
2013). Living in poverty has numerous negative effects on children and their emotional, 
behavioral, and academic development (Coley & Baker, 2014).  
         Native American students face numerous issues as well. More Native Americans are 
living in poverty than any other race group in the nation. Nationwide, 29.2% of Native 
Americans live below the poverty line, which is almost double the national average of 15.9% 
(US Census Bureau, 2014). Many Native American students are entering classrooms less 
prepared than their Caucasian peers (NCNASL, 2008) and often they and are two to three grade 
levels behind their peers (NCNSAL, 2008) and the disparity is even greater for students who 
transfer from Reservation schools (N. Jensen, personal communication, 2014). Native American 
students are 237% more likely to drop-out of high school, and 207% more likely to be expelled 
than their Caucasian peers (NCNASL, 2008). 
Standards Based Grading 
         In an effort to make our students more globally competitive, the U.S. government has 
been pushing to raise levels of student achievement, mandate curriculum/content standards, and 
hold teachers and administrators accountable. One method of change is the implementation of 
standards based education. The standards-based education movement has led to a paradigm shift 
in how schools are educating students (Clark & Clark, 2000). This paradigm shift has changed 
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how schools develop and implement curriculum. Instead of receiving a traditional A, B, C, D, or 
F, students are graded on their proficiency in individual standards. Teachers develop and 
implement curriculum to align with particular standards, as outlined by the state’s Department of 
Education. All instruction is geared towards meeting these standards. In doing so, each student in 
the state is expected to meet explicit learning goals. This results in students and parents being 
able to see how they are functioning in specific skills, rather than specific contents (Clark & 
Clark, 2000).  
The shift to standards based grading has not been without its stumbling blocks. There 
have been numerous challenges for teachers, administrators, and school districts to align 
classroom assessments to district level high-stakes assessments. Teaching to the standards, in 
some cases, has led to an increase in teaching to the test. Multicultural groups (such as Black, 
Hispanic, Native American, and ELL students) have felt the ramification of this. Research 
suggests that recent standards-based reforms and the large-scale assessment programs that 
accompany their implementation are unfair to these groups the standardized tests can be 
culturally biased or not assess students in a manner that truly shows that they know and 
understand. (Volante, 2008).This conflicts with the primary goal of what districts want to 
establish in a standards-based education system (Moon & Callahan, 2001). 
Purpose of this study 
        The goal of this study is to answer the question: to what extent can intentional vocabulary 
building, relationship building techniques, culturally relevant pedagogy, and performance based 
assessments improve the scholastic experience and success of Native American and low-income 
students in a middle school setting?  Different strategies will be implemented in these four areas 
and their effectiveness will be observed.               
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Setting 
 
         This study takes place in a Midwestern public middle school, which henceforth will be 
referred to as General Middle School (GMS).  GMS has approximately 1,000 students divided 
amongst grades 6-8. Each general education teacher in the building has approximately 125-140 
students on their caseload. GMS is known for its cultural and socioeconomic diversity within the 
school district.  There is a higher population of Native American students at GMS than any other 
school in the district. 34% of the student population receives free or reduced lunch. 32 students 
who were identified as being low-income or Native American were targeted for this study. All 
student names have been changed to pseudonyms to protect their privacy. 
Review of Literature  
 
Building Student-Teacher Relationships 
 
James Coomer says, “No significant learning occurs without a significant relationship” 
(Payne 2008, p. 48). Adolescence a period of significant change and development. It can be a 
very daunting time for middle school students. Students are experiencing changes “socially, 
emotionally, morally, psychologically, physically, and cognitively” (Carlisle 2011, p. 20). 
Students in poverty or who are culturally “different” from their peers often perform poorly in 
school due to “doubts, anxieties, negative expectations, low perceived effectance, low perceived 
control, pessimism, low self-efficacy, and low self-esteem” (Cramond & Lee 1999, p. 173). 
Many students who are more than capable do not recognize their potential due to factors tied to 
their home life (Cramond & Lee, 1999). These students have a limited representation of success 
stories in such areas as education, health, and the media (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015). 
Economically disadvantaged or culturally different students, as a result, regularly do not see the 
value of education. The following paragraphs will examine the research on what good student-
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teacher relationships looks like, how a student-teacher relationship can increase student 
engagement and motivation, how to foster a warm, supportive student-teacher relationship, and 
finally, the impact a positive student-teacher relationship can have on a student's engagement and 
motivation. 
What does a warm, supportive student-teacher relationship look like? According to 
Ruby Payne and her colleagues (2008), students recognize that a teacher has respect for them 
when: “...the teacher calls me by my name; the teacher answers my questions; the teacher talks to 
me respectively; the teacher notices me and says “‘Hi”; the teacher helps me when I need help” 
(p. 48). The teacher enjoys their students and interacts with them in a positive and respectful 
manner (both verbally and nonverbally). Also, the teacher promotes a caring, nurturing 
environment where students feel safe and welcomed (Rimm-Kaufman & Sandilos, n.d.). 
Teachers who promote a caring, respectful learning environment have a positive attitude, 
incorporate humor in their lessons, show enthusiasm and passion for what they are teaching, take 
a genuine interest in their students hobbies and interests, promote learning through fun, engaging 
lessons, are willing to go the extra mile to help their students be successful and most importantly 
treat all of their students with respect (General Middle School colleagues, personal 
communication, Fall 2015). 
The impact of a student-teacher relationship on motivation and engagement.  
Students indicate that they want a teacher who promotes academic rigor and values quality 
relationships with their pupils (Anderson, Nelson, Richardson, Webb, & Young, 2011). A review 
of the literature focusing on student-teacher relationships shows that teachers who develop a 
warm and inviting classroom setting, centered on mutual respect, positively impact academic 
performance. Suldo et al. (2009) found the well-being of a student was connected to the level of 
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support that they receive from their teacher. In the study conducted by Suldo et al. (2009), they 
found a strong correlation between the responsive support from teachers and the students’ 
satisfaction of life. Hamre & Pianta (2001) found that when teachers form positive relationships 
with students, classrooms become caring learning centers in which students can engage in 
academically and socially productive ways. Additional research by Klem and Connell (2004), 
found that when teachers create caring, well-structured learning environments, students reported 
more engagement, which associated with better attendance and higher test scores. Furthermore, 
many studies have been done that support the contention “that relationships are a vital 
underpinning of student motivation, engagement, and achievement” (Martin & Dowson 2009, p. 
344). As Martin & Dowson (2009) stated, research supports the following points: 
● Students who feel they are liked, respected, and valued by their teacher, will have a 
higher probability of success.   
● Students learn more when they believe that their teacher is caring.   
● Teacher acceptance of their students is associated with emotional, cognitive, and 
behavioral engagement. 
● When student autonomy is supported by teachers, students tend to have a greater 
motivation, curiosity and are more willing to be challenged.   
● Students have a greater confidence in those teachers who show more warmth.   
Furthermore, “a recent meta-analysis of 99 studies reported associations between closer 
student-teacher relationships and higher levels of school engagement and achievement in 
students from preschool through 12th grade” (Baroody, Rimm-Kaufman, Larsen, & Curby 2014, 
p. 70) The literature shows that when students feel valued, are respected, and their individual 
differences are taken into account, these students will be more engaged, motivated, and display 
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greater achievement within the classroom. Finally, student-teacher relationships can have both 
short-term and long-term academic benefits for students (Baroody et al., 2014). Baroody et al., 
(2014) states that “students who had closer student-teacher relationships had better school 
adjustment and academic performance in later grades” (p. 70). Furthermore, supportive student-
teacher relationships have shown an increase in a student’s grade point average and in high 
school completion amongst students who may be at risk of dropping out (Baroody et al., 2014).  
Fostering a warm, caring student-teacher relationship. Today, students need to know 
that when they walk into the classroom on the first day of school that they have a teacher who 
genuinely cares for them. Nurturing positive relationships in the classroom, albeit challenging, 
involves several factors. First, take the time to get to know the students. Learn what they like and 
do not like. What are their hobbies and interests? Knowing their hobbies or interests will allow 
the teacher to create examples within the lesson to match those interests (Rimm-Kaufman & 
Sandilos, n.d.). “Teachers who have closer relationships with students have personal knowledge 
of students’ interests and academic strengths, encourage students to reflect on their thinking and 
learning, and offer students instrumental support to help them achieve academic and social 
objectives” (Baroody, et al., 2014, p. 70). Furthermore, providing students meaningful and 
timely feedback indicates that the teacher is concerned about their student's learning. Also, 
creating a classroom climate that is safe and positive by being respectful of the opinions of the 
students encourages motivation and student engagement in the learning process (Rimm-Kaufman 
& Sandilos, n.d.).  
Teaching Vocab Strategies 
What hasn’t worked in the past? In classrooms today, teachers are expected to teach a 
diverse population of students. This diverse group of students may include: students whose first 
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language is not English; students who have gaps in their learning because of a transient lifestyle, 
and students whose low socio-economic situation has limited their resources for early childhood 
education opportunities. 
According to Timothy Grothaus and Rita Schellenberg, “students of color and those from 
families with low income have experienced a significantly lower rate of achievement than their 
white middle-class peers” (2009). These students can easily note the differences between 
themselves and their white middle-class peers; they experience lower self-esteem and experience 
lower rates of achievement (Grothaus and Schellenberg, 2009). “Research indicates that students 
with higher levels of self-esteem attain higher levels of academic achievement, establishing a 
need for school programs that increase self-esteem” (Grothaus and Schellenberg, 2009). It is 
important that teachers as well as students’ entire learning team establish a relationship with 
these students. This can also be seen in schools that must comply with NCLB and use high-
stakes test results to decide student proficiency. The consequence to using high-stakes testing is 
that students who are minorities, First Nation, or ESL do not perform well on these tests. It is 
estimated that “between 40 and 50 percent of students’ scores on standardized achievement tests 
are attributable to socio-economic status” (Volante, 2008). 
What research shows is working? Beverly McLeod’s four-year study showed how 
eight “exemplary” elementary and middle schools restructured themselves to find what best 
practices meet the needs of English Language Learning students. She describes the way each of 
these schools implemented their overall programs like pieces making up a puzzle. All eight of 
these schools focused on “inclusion, enrichment, flexibility, coordination, and internal impetus.” 
(McLeod, 1996). All eight of these schools made English acquisition and literacy their goals. 
Content was delivered at grade-level using various strategies and differentiation. The schools 
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also worked to respond to social and emotional needs and get parents involved in their students' 
learning processes. 
Similarly, New York Schools found that student success occurred as students were 
transitioned from limited proficiency or sheltered instruction programs to all-English instruction. 
Collaboration between teachers in the sheltered program and those in a regular English 
classroom were key to student success. Teachers at all levels frequently conferred and 
troubleshot problems and concerns that arose. All teachers set high expectations for students and 
expected students to be successful (Coleman & Goldenberg, 2010; Volante, 2008). Student 
beliefs and expectations should change when teachers change their practices and raise their 
expectations of students. 
Using frequent formative assessments, not high stakes testing, to check for student 
competency helps both students and teachers see the progress each student is making. 
Performance-based assessments provide students with what they need to become proficient and 
successful. As students become proficient, students should transition from limited proficiency or 
sheltered instruction to all-English instruction (Coleman & Goldenberg, 2010). 
Using Vocabulary as a Strategy to Improve Student Performance.  One specific 
strategy that teachers can use to improve academic achievement is teaching vocabulary. 
Educators know that students’ background knowledge is tied to “their cultural differences and 
their economic status” (Sprenger, 2013). University of Kansas researchers, Betty Hart and Todd 
R. Risley (2003), studied 42 families of varying socio-economic status to assess daily language 
exchanges and vocabulary development. The children in this study ranged from seven months to 
three years of age and received monthly visits to record the children’s language exchanges and 
vocabulary. 
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The observers found “that 86% to 98% of the words used by each child by the age of 
three were derived from their parents’ vocabularies” (Hart & Risley, 2003). The number of 
words used by each child varied significantly across socio-economic lines. Children from lower 
socio-economical families heard about 616 words per hour; children from middle working class 
families heard about 1,251 words per hour, and children from wealthy, professional families 
heard around 2,153 words per hour (2003). 
Children in poverty lack exposure to words, and the words that these children hear are 
grossly more negative than positive. As these children in poverty reach school age, they are 
behind their middle and professional class counterparts. Without this shared background 
knowledge that is established by words that describe the world, these students are missing the 
structures they are expected to build on in lower elementary. “Not only does background 
knowledge grow in the brains of our students through their experiences, but the vocabulary 
words that are stored as a result of such experiences provide avenues to comprehend the 
curriculum from the text, as well as lecture and discussion” (Sprenger, 2013). 
According to Farah, Noble, and Hunt (2005) in Sprenger (2013), several areas of the 
brain are different for students who are low-income or middle income. The lower a student’s 
socio-economic situation, the more difficult it is for that student to function and perform using 
these five systems (Sprenger, 2013). However, because the human brain is malleable, there are 
ways that low SES students' brains can be improved. 
Students of low socioeconomic families face many challenges in their educational 
process, but if teachers and districts establish clear academic goals, provide ongoing professional 
development for teachers, have strong leadership, continue to assess student progress, and 
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implement effective teaching strategies like building academic vocabulary, students in poverty 
will be given the tools to be successful and more confident in school. 
Culturally Relevant Teaching 
Why is Culturally Relevant Teaching important? Native American and low income 
students bring a unique culture to the classroom. Unfortunately, this culture often clashes with 
that of their peers and teachers. As a result, many Native American and low income students 
report feeling disconnected to the content and to school, and ostracized by their peers (Morgan, 
2009). This results in apathy, behavioral issues, and dissatisfaction with school (Morgan, 2009). 
One strategy to diminish these cultural barriers is through a practice known as culturally relevant 
teaching. Culturally relevant teaching celebrates diversity and gives children opportunities to 
participate in a range of activities related to their culture (Estrada & Warren, 2014).  
 Effective culturally relevant teaching involves providing all students with a diverse range 
of cultural experiences. These can be school wide programs (such as guest speakers of a 
particular culture) or classroom based interventions. Culturally relevant teaching does not need 
to focus on a specific culture. For example, projects which ask students to tackle community 
problems, or interview their relatives have been shown to increase academic performance and 
students’ satisfaction with school in general (Estrada & Warren 2014).  
 English Language Arts classrooms offer a wide range of opportunity to weave culturally 
relevant topics into the curriculum. Teachers can differentiate the types of literature that is used 
to include works from a wide variety of cultures. Culturally relevant texts can be found in any 
reading level, from Pre-K through post-secondary. For example, Sherman Alexie’s Absolutely 
True Diary of a Part Time Indian, and SE Hinton’s The Outsiders have proven especially 
popular, even among reluctant readers. Reading these works as a class is an effective way to 
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embrace Native American and low-income cultures, while still addressing the Common Core 
Reading for Literature standards.  
Additionally, teachers can explore a multitude of culturally relevant writing practices. 
Students can interview family members, tackle community problems, even write poetry about 
things that are important to them. Estrada and Warren (2014) found that using culturally relevant 
writings not only improved students’ writing, but also decreased the amount of students who did 
not turn in their work substantially. Students reported an easier time turning ideas into words, 
and felt more confident in their writing (Estrada & Warren 2014). The implementation of 
cultural writings is an excellent way to use a child’s culture and strengths to help them grow 
academically.  
All of the strategies above have been effective methods to increase the academic 
achievement of Native American and low-income students. Though no one method can 
miraculously close the achievement gap between these groups, they are strategies that every 
teacher can implement to help and support the students who need it. Each of these strategies is 
relatively easy to use in a classroom, and do not require any outside resources to be successful. 
This study will analyze the effectiveness of each strategy, based on its implementation in a 
middle school classroom.  
Differentiating Assessments 
How do we assess the standards? Being able to align curriculum to the standards is a 
common struggle for teachers in a standards-based education system. Content standards and the 
tests aligned to them are the focus of teachers’ efforts and often present challenges in meeting 
varying students’ interests, readiness level, and learner profiles (Moon & Callahan, 2001). 
According to Marzano 2000, teachers should use a variety of frequent assessment techniques in 
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the classroom. Teachers should be free to use a variety of assessment techniques, and the 
assessment can be integrated into regular classroom routine. For example, using a “ticket out the 
door” rather than a “pop quiz” to evaluate students’ knowledge.  
Typically, these quick assessments do not assess the higher levels of thinking outlined in 
Bloom’s Taxonomy. Many “tickets out the door” only ask students to recall a few facts, and pop 
quizzes typically only assess factual information. Educators often grapple with how to assess 
students’ understanding, interpretation, and synthesis of information using these types of 
traditional, paper-pencil assessments. According to Moon & Callahan (2001), students are 
learning from a cognitive perspective which is “a process by which learners selectively 
experience elements of their own and novel worlds, conceptualize and assimilate symbols and 
relationships around problems they understand, and ultimately construct or at least interpret 
knowledge and its meanings in ways that are their own.” Educators need to develop an additional 
way of assessing in a cognitive manner, and approach education in a student-centered manner to 
allow students to reach higher levels of achievement (Moon & Callahan, 2001).  
Assessment Strategies in Standards-Based Education. The standards-based education 
reform has propelled the evolution of assessments. One of the new styles of assessment that is 
receiving attention is performance-based assessment. Performance-based assessments differ from 
the traditional, paper-pencil model of assessments. Rather than asking students to respond to a 
multiple choice or true-false question, a student’s response is evaluated using clearly articulated 
criteria for success (Moon & Callahan, 2001). For standards that require deeper level thinking, 
performance-based assessment places students in a situation where they need to use those skills 
in a real life type of situation. For example, if students are being assessed on their knowledge of 
CPR in a health class the traditional method would be the paper and pencil questions about how 
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to perform CPR. In a performance-based assessment, students would need to demonstrate CPR, 
and be scored based on if they can perform it correctly. In this instance a performance-based 
assessment gives the educator a much clearer understanding of what the child has learned.  
According to Clark & Clark (2000), performance-based assessment is a better measure of 
our student’s ability to achieve the aspirations we hold for them than are conventional forms of 
standardized testing. There have been many beneficial links to performance-based assessment. 
Performance-based assessment may accommodate differences in students’ ways of knowing by 
permitting and even encouraging, multiple presentation and response formats. Also, because 
performance assessments are curriculum-embedded, they may minimize opportunities for biases 
resulting from students’ lack of familiarity with the language, context, and format of the test 
(Volante, 2008).  
A one-sized-fits-all instruction and assessment strategy ignores the wide range of student 
diversity that characterizes today’s classroom (Moon & Callahan, 2001). Educators need to 
accommodate students of all backgrounds to give them an equal opportunity to demonstrate their 
knowledge. Diversity in schools is both an opportunity and a challenge to understand the 
fundamental differences that influence student learning and achievement. We must find ways to 
respect multicultural students and help create a collective ethic for which all children feel 
welcomed and appreciated (Volante, 2008). 
Methodology 
 
 This study was a collaborative effort amongst four colleagues to determine effective 
strategies for supporting Native American and low income students in a middle school. To 
accomplish this, each researcher studied the effects of a strategy in his or her own classroom. We 
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met on a weekly basis to discuss our observed outcomes. Through these meetings we were able 
to discover trends in what was working and what wasn’t.  
 We began our researching by each identifying eight students from our respective 
classrooms to specifically observe. To do this, we accessed our school’s report of students at 
risk. This report analyzes factors such as Free and Reduced lunch status, living situation 
(homeless, single-parent, etc.), attendance, and grades to flag students who may be at risk for 
failing or dropping out. From the students within the at risk range, we identified eight students 
who were either Native American, low income or both, hereafter to be referred to as the eight 
identified students. These students were observed in various manners, depending on the 
researcher’s topic. The specific methods of observation are outlined below.  
Relationship Building 
This portion of the study examined how developing a warm, caring relationship with 
Native American and low income students can affect student engagement in the classroom. In an 
effort to best assess the relationship between myself and my students, I utilized different data 
collection instruments.  These instruments included a teacher-student relationship questionnaire 
(TSRQ) (see Appendix A), an observation checklist (see Appendix B) and informal observation 
notes that I kept during the six-week research window. In addition, I offered an after school 
study club for students who were interested in coming in for extra help. 
  At the start of the six-week research period, I collected initial baseline data from the 
TSRQ.  I used a subtle mark on those surveys that were given to my eight identified students.  
The TSRQ survey consists of fifty questions using a rating scale from strongly agree to strongly 
disagree addressing their relationship with me as their teacher.  Furthermore the survey ended 
FINDING BETTER WAYS  17 
 
with ten yes or no questions looking at students perceptions about their favorite subject and their 
favorite teacher.  
After establishing a baseline, I began the process of implementing my interventions.  The 
interventions focused on four strategies for connecting with students who met the target criteria.  
These four strategies included (1) meeting students at the door with a warm greeting before class 
starts; (2) promoting positive interactions through the use of 3-positives to 1-negative ratio; (3) 
using targeted praise; (4) providing my attention for positive behavior by committing to have a 
positive 2-minute conversation with the student at least once during each class session over the 
course of the six week research period.  In addition to these interventions, a study group was 
organized where students could meet with me to discuss concerns or issues, work on homework, 
or get additional tutoring beyond what is normally given in the classroom. 
To monitor the progress of the strategies, I had a teacher aide complete an observation 
checklist on each of the students that I targeted for my research.  The observation checklist 
examined the student’s engagement in the classroom.  Areas of student engagement during 
teacher-directed learning and student-directed learning were assessed.  A tally mark was given 
for any observation that the teacher aide made during the class.  Furthermore, I kept 
observational notes that I made during class indicating which strategies I had used and what was 
or was not working for my targeted students.  I also offered an after school study group for all 
students who wanted extra help and/or wanted a place to go after school to talk about their day.  I 
kept informal observations of the study group as well. 
To finalize the study, students were given the TRSQ again to assess what changes, if any 
students had about their relationships with me as their teacher as a result of the interventions that 
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had been implemented.  All data was collected over a six week window in a ninety minute block 
that met every other day.   
Vocabulary Strategies 
My six week vocabulary strategies research was done in conjunction with the eight 
identified students reading Jack London’s Call of the Wild.  I started my research with a survey 
to learn what students’ attitudes were in regards to learning new vocabulary and identifying what 
strategies students have used in the past (see Appendix C). I subtly marked the surveys of the 
eight students I chose to study. 
Before each chapter was assigned, students were asked to take a pretest on vocabulary 
words from that chapter (see Appendix D).  Students indicated their present knowledge of each 
word and then recorded what they thought each word meant.  As a large group, we went through 
a vocabulary PowerPoint presentation I created.  Students completed the vocabulary term sheets 
by writing a definition or description of each term and creating a drawing to represent the term 
(see Appendix E).  Students also used Kahoot and flashcards to review and study the vocabulary. 
This process was repeated for each chapter we covered.  We continued to review and drill 
the vocabulary each time we met by using matching games and other competitive matching 
games.  I also created small posters with the each word, definition, and illustration for the 
hallways our wing of the building. 
Formative assessments were given over two chapters of vocabulary at a time as we 
continued to read the novel (see Appendix F, G, H, I).  I made informal observations of students’ 
practices during classroom work time.  I recorded student engagement during vocabulary work.  
I also noted the strategies these eight students used. 
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At the end of the six week unit, students were given a summative assessment over all of 
the vocabulary words (see Appendix J).  They were also given a final survey to reexamine their 
attitudes about learning vocabulary and to see which strategies helped them learn the vocabulary 
best (see Appendix C).  
Culturally Relevant Writing Curriculum 
 
This portion of the study sought to analyze the effects of a culturally relevant writing 
curriculum on the behaviors and attitudes of Native American and low income students. Two 
sets of data were used: a survey data and an observational data. Data was collected before, 
during, and after the unit to get a full range of information.  
In order to gauge students’ attitudes, surveys were created and completed prior to and 
after the unit. The survey asked a variety of questions concerning students’ attitudes about 
school, English and the study of culture (see Appendix K). All students took the survey, but only 
the identified eight students’ responses were analyzed as part of the study. The surveys were 
anonymous, but hand written. I paid special attention when collecting them, and was easily able 
to identify which survey belonged to the students I was studying and therefore it was easy to 
compare before and after survey responses of each student in the study. The pre and post unit 
data was compared to look for a change in attitudes.  
Additionally, the selected students were observed daily for specific behaviors. I watched 
students for off task and engaging behaviors and kept track of them throughout the hour. Each 
time a student was off-task (talking to a friend, drawing, putting their head down, etc.) they 
received a tally. Alternatively, each time they engaged in class (asked questions, helped a 
classmate, contributed to discussions, etc) they received a tally in another column (see Appendix 
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L). At the end of the class hour these tallies were added up. I collected data for a week prior to 
the unit, throughout the entire unit, and a week following the unit, to track for changes.   
Differentiated Assessments 
This study explored the effectiveness of differentiated assessments. Formative 
assessments were the main type of assessment used to track for understanding of standard SCI-
MS.PS1.01 which states: Students will develop models to describe the atomic composition of 
simple molecules and extended structures. The formative assessments were both traditional 
paper/pencil formats and performance formats. 
The content of the unit leant itself well to different assessments proving comprehension 
of the material. Students completed six formative assessments. Three of them were a traditional 
paper/pencil assessment and the other three were a performance format assessment. The data 
collected from the traditional assessment was compared with the data collected from the 
performance based assessed which was assessing similar learning goals.   
The first assessment was a traditional paper pencil assessment that looked at the student’s 
ability to use the periodic table and draw the atomic structure of an element (see Appendix M). 
Without any re-teaching done between, students were given a one on one assessment with me. 
The students were asked to locate a few atoms on the periodic table and to construct an atom 
using colored marshmallows and a paper plate (see Appendix N). This was demonstrated in a 
larger group setting a few weeks prior to the assessment. The next assessment dealt with the 
bonding of molecules. The teacher observation sheet was used in this study to determine each 
student’s level of knowledge (see Appendix O). The students used gum drops to represent atoms 
and toothpicks to show their chemical bonds (see Appendix P).  When students finished building 
the six assigned molecules I came and gave the student a score based on how many molecules 
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were correctly built. The traditional assessment equivalent was given afterwards during the same 
class period (see Appendix Q).  The final assessment pair was given two weeks later. The 
traditional assessment was given first (see Appendix R). The assessment asked students to draw 
out the molecule and they were only given the chemical formula to use. The new addition to this 
assessment compared to the last was the coefficients that were on some of the chemical formulas. 
When each student finished their assessment they worked one on one with me in the hallway on 
the performance based equivalent for the traditional assessment. I asked them to use the colored 
marshmallows and toothpicks to build six different molecules by only seeing the chemical 
formula (see Appendix S). I then compared the scores of the eight identified students from the 
traditional assessment with the marshmallow and toothpick assessment. 
Data Analysis 
Throughout this study, each of us studied our targeted students within our own 
classroom. We met weekly to discuss and analyze successes and failures. The results of our data 
are outlined below.   
Building Relationships 
 Several different forms of data were used to research my primary question: How does 
developing a warm, caring relationship with low income or Native American students affect their 
engagement in the science classroom? My first piece of data collection was the teacher-student 
relationship questionnaire.  I have taken the first fifty questions and have coded these questions 
into five distinct categories.  Figure 1 shows the baseline results of the TSRQ (see Appendix A) 
broken down into the five categories for my eight target students.  Results for each category, 
described in terms of a percentage, were determined by averaging the results of all of the 
questions that best aligned with that category. 
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When a comparison was made between the baseline data and the post data, the eight 
target students increased their positive perspective of me by 5% (strongly agreed or agreed) from 
82.5% to 87.5%.  When looking at my teaching methodology, the target students initially felt 
that my methodology was adequate with 80.2% showing that they agreed or strongly agreed.  
The post data showed that the eight target students improved their feelings of my methodology 
Student
Perspective of
Teacher
Teaching
Methodology
Classroom
Control
Current
Teacher-Student
Relationship
Academic
Performance/En
gagement
Strongly Agree 18.75% 19.80% 20.80% 16.70% 20.80%
Agree 63.75% 60.40% 42% 62.50% 59.70%
Disagree 16.25% 19.80% 37.50% 20.80% 19.40%
Strongly Disagree 1.25% 0% 0% 0% 0%
0.00%
10.00%
20.00%
30.00%
40.00%
50.00%
60.00%
70.00%
Figure 1
Teacher-Student Relationship Questionnaire-Baseline Data
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree
Student
Perspective of
Teacher
Teaching
Methodology
Classroom
Control
Current Teacher-
Student
Relationship
Academic
Performance/En
gagement
Strongly Agree 18.75% 16.67% 4% 12.50% 9.72%
Agree 68.75% 73.97% 58.33% 68.75% 69.44%
Disagree 10.63% 9.38% 33.33% 18.75% 20.83%
Strongly Disagree 1.88% 0% 0% 0% 0%
0.00%
10.00%
20.00%
30.00%
40.00%
50.00%
60.00%
70.00%
80.00%
Figure 2
Teacher-Student Relationship Questionnaire-Post Data
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree
Figure 1 and 2.  Student response to the TSRQ-baseline and post data 
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from 80.2% to 90.6%, an increase of 10.4%.  Baseline data for classroom control was less 
positive with only 62.8% agreeing or strongly agreeing that it was effective.  Interestingly, post 
data for classroom control stayed fairly consistent at 62.3%, a slight decrease.  This did not 
surprise me, as my interventions focused on building student relationships, not necessarily 
classroom control.  In regards to the target student's current relationship with me, baseline data 
showed that 79.2% of my target students indicated that they agreed or strongly agreed that they 
had a positive relationship with me as their teacher, while my post data showed 81.3% agreed or 
strongly agreed.  With only a 2% growth, this was disappointing for me as I really felt that I had 
made some positive gains in building better relationships with my target students.  Furthermore, 
post data indicated that 79.2% of the target students reported that they agree or strongly agree 
about their academic performance or engagement in the classroom being effective.  This was 
down slightly from the baseline data of 80.5%.  Although the eight target students responded to a 
slightly lower percentage of academic performance or engagement on the post TSRQ, the 
engagement data that I collected did show an upward trend during the research window.  Overall 
analysis of the post TSRQ data does indicate that there were positive gains made in three of the 
five coded categories (80%), with only the academic performance/engagement and the classroom 
control category showing a slight decline. 
The TRSQ also included ten yes and no questions intended to identify the idea of a 
favorite teacher, favorite subject, and the relationship between the two, a teacher’s interest in 
their student and the relationship to the student’s academic performance and willingness to work 
harder.  Figure 2 shows the responses from the target students on the yes and no questions.  The 
specific questions can be found in Appendix A. 
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 The data suggests that my target students do have favorites.  Question one asked if the 
students had a favorite subject, while question two asked if they had a favorite teacher.  As the 
data indicates, 94% of the target students had a favorite subject and teacher.   Question three 
asked if their favorite teacher taught their favorite subject, interestingly, six of the eight target 
students said yes.  This data could conceivably show that students who admire their teacher may, 
in turn, like the subject matter that their favorite teacher is teaching.  Furthermore, six of the 
target students indicated on question four that they work harder for a favorite teacher.  However, 
only two students felt that it was important for a teacher to display a personal interest in them.  
Five of the students specified on question six that they achieve higher grades when a teacher 
does demonstrate an interest in them.  Six of the eight target students noted in question eight that 
when a teacher made them feel respected and worthy, they achieved higher grades.  These results 
seem to show an interdependence between student achievement and the student-teacher 
relationship.  Remarkably, the target students were split on question nine when asked if the 
relationship between them and a teacher had an impact on their success though five of the target 
students on question ten did say they do perform better when the classroom is a caring 
environment. 
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Figure 3.  Student responses to the yes and no questions on the TSRQ 
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  In addition to the TSRQ, a teacher aide collected baseline data through observations of 
student engagement of my eight target students.  This baseline data was obtained by using tally 
marks at ten-minute intervals to record student engagement during class time.  The student 
engagement checklist (see Appendix B) looked at evidence of engagement during teacher-
directed learning and student-directed learning.  I continued to have a teacher aide collect this 
data throughout the research period.  Figures 4, 5, 6 and 7 show the results of the student 
engagement checklist for each student.  The results of the engagement checklist show that there 
was an upward trend in student engagement from the initial baseline data that was collected until 
the final data was collected at the end of the research period.  Although the overall trend in 
engagement was upward, some target students remained flat line or even trended downward.  
Overall, I had some students who became more engaged in class during the six-week research 
window.  Student three saw the most significant increase in student engagement.  Student three 
would consistently put his head down, sleep, or not participate in class.  I consider this a huge 
success, as this particular student was the least engaged student in my class prior to the start of 
the intervention strategies.  Interestingly when I compared the target groups’ average 
engagement between teacher-directed learning and student-directed learning, I did notice that the 
target students were certainly more engaged during teacher directed learning.  This may indicate 
that the target students had more difficulty staying on task and engaged when they were more 
responsible for their learning.  Despite the disparity between teacher-directed and student-
directed learning, both showed gains in engagement over the six week research period.  
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Figure 4 and 5.  Individual student engagement during teacher-directed learning 
Figure 6 and 7.  Student engagement during student-directed learning 
 Finally, I offered an after school study group for my eight target students.  The purpose of 
the study group was to provide additional assistance with homework, to discuss concerns or 
issues in school or at home, or get additional tutoring beyond what was offered during class time.  
During this study group, I made general observations of attendance, on-task behavior and 
willingness to have an open conversation with me.  Overall, I felt that the after school study 
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group was not hugely effective for my target students.  I had limited attendance during the 
research period.  Those students who did take advantage of the study group did comment that it 
was time well spent, but of the eight target students, I had only three who regularly attended the 
study group.  Most of the time in the study group was spent having conversations with my 
students about school or home issues.  Interestingly, the three students who did attend on a fairly 
regular basis were also the three who had the greatest increase in student engagement in my 
class.   
 In conclusion, building relationships was successful in increasing student engagement.  
The observations from the teacher aide on student engagement showed an upward trend in 
student engagement throughout the research window. The data shows a documented success with 
all eight students. Additionally, I also felt like I had made some significant steps in building 
relationships with three of the eight target students.  Interestingly, the three students who I had 
the most success with were three students that I would not have expected to see this success 
from.  However, these three students were the three who consistently attended the after school 
study group, where I believe that we did connect on a more personal level.  Finally, the research 
window was only during a six-week period and was most likely not a long enough period to truly 
assess whether or not my strategies were effective for the whole target group. 
Vocabulary Strategies 
 
This section focused on three types of data: pre and post surveys, observations, and 
assessment results, to determine effective vocabulary strategies for supporting Native American 
and low income students in a middle school. One of the novels the school district requires all 
eighth-grade students to read is Call of the Wild.  This novel is challenging for students even for 
those who have a good command of vocabulary at the eighth-grade level.  Knowing the rigor of 
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this text, I thought it would be advantageous to find effective vocabulary strategies to use with 
Native American and low-income students who struggle with learning vocabulary. 
Survey Data  
Before we began reading the novel, I had students complete a survey that asked students 
how they felt about vocabulary and what strategies they were currently using to decode 
unfamiliar vocabulary (see Appendix C).  The strategy students used the most was using context 
clue by looking at the words around the unknown words.  Overall, students generally agreed that 
learning vocabulary is important and can be fun (figure 8 and figure 9). 
When decoding unfamiliar words, students use context clues the most often to figure out 
unknown vocabulary.  The technique that students use the least is breaking the unfamiliar words 
into small chunks like prefixes, roots, suffixes.   
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Question 1: I believe learning new vocabulary is 
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fun. 
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who don’t have a large vocabulary.  
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Question 5: I know at least one method to 
memorize vocabulary for my test.  
Question 6: I am familiar with ways that I can 
learn and remember new vocabulary well 
enough to use it on my own.  
Figure 8.  Student attitudes towards vocabulary strategies 
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Figure 9.  Student responses for how they decode unfamiliar words 
Observational Data.  Observational data showed that students were more on task 
throughout the unit. Four of the eight target students were observed working consistently on task 
to learn and practice the new vocabulary.  The three of the other identified students were 
observed being on task about half of the time, and one target student was observed being off task 
each time observations were done (Fig 10). As the figure shows, more students were on task than 
off task throughout the observations. 
 
Figure 10.  Observations of student engagement 
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All students scored better on their last assessment than they did on their first (see Fig. 
11).  All assessments asked students to match the vocabulary term to its definition or to write the 
definition of each term (see Appendices F, G, H, and I).  All assessments were scored out of 15 
points. 
The post-unit vocabulary survey (see Appendix C) data showed subtle changes in 
students’ attitudes towards learning new vocabulary (Fig. 12 and 13).  Students still believed that 
learning new vocabulary was important and, for the most part, fun and easy to do.  The most 
notable change was that the students feel they have found at least one effective method to learn 
new vocabulary.  Overall, students seemed to be accepting of learning new vocabulary and now 
have some strategies they can use to learn and remember new vocabulary. 
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Figure 11.  Call of the Wild student vocabulary assessment performance 
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Figure 12. Student attitudes towards vocabulary pre data 
 
Figure 13. Student attitudes towards vocabulary post data 
In regards to decoding unfamiliar words, students’ attitudes stayed much the same from 
the pre-unit survey (Fig. 14 and 15).  The most significant change in the data was that students 
said they had, at least, one effective method to memorize new vocabulary, and they were 
comfortable using the strategies they have learned to decode unfamiliar words.  The most 
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disappointing data was that students still did not think they could use strategies to learn and 
remember vocabulary well enough to use the words on their own. 
 
Figure 14. Student attitudes towards vocabulary pre data
 
Figure 15.  Student attitudes towards vocabulary post data 
 In conclusion, the academic vocabulary strategies used did increase the students’ 
academic performance. With the use of these vocabulary strategies students were more on task, 
and showed more academic success.  
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Culturally Relevant Writing Curriculum  
 
 This study focused on two different types of data: survey results and observational data to 
determine effective writing strategies to increasing engagement of Native American and low-
income students in a middle school. Since dissatisfaction with school is such a prevailing issue 
with many Native American and low-income students, I wanted to measure their feelings 
towards English class before and after the implementation of the unit. A majority of the data 
comes from in class observations prior to and during the culturally relevant writing unit. Students 
were observed while working and received a tally for each unique off-task behavior (see 
Appendix T). These were averaged and included in the results below.    
 Survey Data. The survey included a variety of questions concerning the students’ 
attitudes towards school and their culture. The question of “How many days per week do you 
enjoy English class?” was chosen to view changes in their attitudes. Because we teach on a block 
schedule and I only see students 2-3 days a week for 90 minutes, the highest possible answer was 
3 days per week. Individual results are reported in the chart at right. Names have been changed 
to ensure student anonymity. Jefferson did not take the pre-unit survey due to absence, and 
Samuel transferred to a different school midway through this unit.  
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 Observational Data. The observational data provided much more intriguing results. A total of 8 
days were observed. Table 1 outlines the assigned activities for each day that was observed.  
Over the course of observation, three types of activities were observed: an informational writing 
on an assigned topic (not related to culture), cultural poetry writing, and cultural informative 
writing.  The question was whether there would be fewer off task behaviors when the activity 
was culturally relevant. 
 Off-task behaviors significantly decreased during the research and informative writing 
days, and decreased slightly during the cultural poetry days (Fig. 17). Based on conversations 
with students, many struggled to adhere to the “rules” of poetry. The effects of using a cultural 
topic were negated by the challenge of making what they wanted to say fit within a certain 
number of syllables or rhyme scheme. Although guides and help were offered, many students 
remained frustrated with the process.  However, the research and informational writing days did 
offer some hopeful results.  
 January 25 was a research day in which students had time in class to research their 
cultures using the internet and books in class. During this time there were very few off-task 
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Figure 16.  Student attitude survey 
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Table 1.  In-class activities 
behaviors and the students remained engaged, without prompting, for most of the hour. It is also 
interesting to note the change between the career based informative writing (1/19 & 1/21) and 
the cultural informative writing (2/21). Despite being the same skill, there is a drastic difference 
in behaviors. Off task behaviors dropped from 17 instances per 90 minute class period to 8. 
Additionally, each of the target students in the study turned in the assignment on time, and 
scored higher than their previous informational writing assignments.  
  
In conclusion, a culturally relevant writing curriculum did help students remain more 
positively engaged and on task during in class work time. As with all lessons, teachers need to be 
careful when creating assignments that students do not become frustrated.  
1/19 Pre-Unit Observation: Students completed an informational writing on an assigned career. 
1/21 Pre-Unit Observation: Students continued their informational writing on an assigned career. 
1/25 Beginning of Unit: Students spent time brainstorming questions and researching their culture. 
2/4 Students wrote haikus about culture. 
2/8 Students created Where I’m From Poems 
2/10 Students created quintains based on their culture 
2/12 
Students wrote in a poetry style of their choice. They also had time during this day to wrap up 
anything that needed to be completed in their presentation. 
2/21 Students created an informational writing about their culture. 
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Figure 17.  Average off task behavior in English class 
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Differentiated Assessments  
 
The research process looked at  how performance based assessments versus traditional 
based assessments can affect Native American and low income students reaching proficiency in 
a standards based middle school. The data was taken from common formative assessments and a 
teacher observational checklist (Appendix O). All of the data is in a quantitative format, since all 
of it came from the scores of the assessments. The teacher observational checklist was used 
during the second performance assessment to monitor the students’ knowledge of standard SCI-
MS.PS1.01. 
Table 2 shows the individual scores for students on the first pair of assessments (see 
Appendices M and N). Students were given the traditional paper pencil assessment first. The 
next time students had class they took the performance assessment equivalent for the traditional 
assessment. Those scores are also shown in table 2. The students’ average score for both of the 
types of assessments was a 1. The majority of the scores for the students when they took the 
performance assessment were the same as when they took the traditional assessment. Initially, 
based on the scores, it didn’t look like there was an advantage between the two types of 
assessments.   
FINDING BETTER WAYS  37 
 
 
Standards-based score on Assessment Pair #1 
Students Traditional Assessment Score Performance Assessment Score 
1 0.5 0.5 
2 2 2 
3 2 1.5 
4 1 1 
5 0.5 0.5 
6 0.5 1 
7 1 1 
8 1 0.5 
 
Table 2.  Standards-based score on Assessment Pair #1 
The next assessment dealt with the bonding of molecules. During this assessment 
comparison students took the performance assessment first (see Appendix P). This was to 
hopefully show that students wouldn’t always do better on the second assessment just because 
they had seen similar questions on the prior assessment. Students used gum drops and toothpicks 
to build molecules and the teacher observation sheet was used to score students based on the 
number of correctly built molecules. The eight target students scored an average of a 2 on this 
assessment, with many of them incorrectly building the molecule that has a double bond. The 
traditional assessment equivalent was given afterwards during the same class period (see 
Appendix Q). The eight target students scored an average of a 3 on this assessment. At this point 
the target students did better or equal on the traditional assessments.  
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At the end of the unit students took their final formative assessment pair. The target 
students took the traditional assessment and the performance assessment during the same class 
period (see Appendices R and S). This assessment looked at students’ ability to interpret 
molecular structure based on a chemical formula with coefficients. On the traditional assessment 
the target students scored an average of a 2. When the students finished with the traditional 
assessment they were called back to worked one on one with the teacher to build six molecules 
using toothpicks and colored marshmallows. The students scored an average of a 2 on this 
assessment as well. 
The overall averages of the eight target students, which is shown in Figure 18, displays 
that the traditional assessment scores were higher than the performance assessment scores on one 
out of the three assessment pairs. The other two pairs of assessment students scored the same 
whether it was on a performance or a traditional assessment. The results of this contradict what 
this study hypothesized. The application for students to relate atoms and molecules to gum 
drops/marshmallows is a higher level of thinking, according to Bloom’s taxonomy, than just 
drawing them on a piece of paper. This appeared to be where students struggled.  Students did 
not see an improvement in academic success using performance based assessments over 
traditional assessments.  
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Action Plan 
 
Relationship building and culturally relevant writing curriculum both lead to an increase 
in student engagement. Targeted vocabulary strategies lead to an increase in student academic 
performance, but differentiating assessments did not have an impact on student success. We 
discussed how each strategy could be improved to be more effective. Specific means for 
improvement for each strategy are outlined below.   
Relationship Building 
 
 Even though my research period was fairly brief, developing positive student-teacher 
relationships in the science classroom did have promising results.  Through the implementation 
of the relationship building strategies, I had hoped to see student self-engagement increase.  The 
results showed an upward trend for the majority of my eight target students when it came to 
classroom engagement.  Although the increase in engagement was not as high as I would have 
liked to have seen in all of my students, it was encouraging to note that three of my “tougher” 
target students had higher levels of engagement and performed at a higher level during the 
research period.  I do believe that some of this success could be traced back to the after-school 
study club, where these three students attended on a regular basis.  The after-school study club 
afforded me the opportunity to connect on a more personal level with them.   
 As the research process progressed, I found that several of my target students seemed to 
be more positive about school, and in particular, my class.  Also, I felt that my target students 
were more open to engaging in a conversation with me, which was something that did not 
happen before doing the research.  Furthermore, I believe that a new level of comfort was 
generated between my target students and me.  This positive attitude and new found comfort 
translated into more engagement within my class.  As a result of this research, I can see the 
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impact a healthy student-teacher relationship can have on student engagement and performance 
in the class. 
 As I move forward through the remainder of the school year and into the future, I now 
understand the value of how building a strong student-teacher relationship can impact a student’s 
engagement and ultimately their performance in my class.  Surprisingly, it was the simple things 
that made the biggest difference, such as greeting students at the door, or taking a few minutes 
during class to have a simple conversation with my target students.  As I showed more interest in 
them, they in turn showed more interest in me and my class.  I found that a person does not need 
to go out of their way to establish a connection with their students, although some will put up 
some thick walls to isolate themselves, with time and effort, even these students can be reached. 
 So, how will my research affect student learning?  Through this research process, I 
learned that when a teacher takes the time to make connections with their students, their students 
will respond with more effort in class, have a better attitude, and be more willing to take risks.  
My research showed that when I had made a strong connection with my target students, their 
overall engagement in my class trended upward.  With more student engagement, these same 
students performed at a higher level than had been seen before the research period.   
 There is, however, additional research that I would like to do in the future to better 
understand exactly how a stronger student-teacher relationship can impact a student’s learning 
and their overall feelings towards their teacher and their school. First, I would like to see just 
how much of an impact a positive student-teacher relationship would have on their academic 
performance.  The primary focus of my research was to investigate how building a more positive 
relationship with my target students would improve their engagement within my class.  I did not 
collect data specifically tied to academic performance but did note that seven of my eight target 
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students seemed to grow academically during the research period. In the future, I would track 
their academic performance and see what relationships exist between an increase in student 
engagement and their overall performance in my class. 
 Other questions that I considered were the timing and the length of my research.  How 
would the research have looked had I started this process in September rather than January?  
Would I have had found it easier to establish a connection with my students in September as 
opposed to January?  Also, would I have seen better results if I had completed this research over 
a longer period, such as twelve weeks, rather than six?  I realized that establishing a more caring, 
positive relationship with some of my target students did take much longer and as a result, the 
impact they had on the data was not as significant.   
Vocabulary Strategies 
 
The post data surveys and the progress seen in students' assessment scores showed that 
using specific vocabulary strategies could make a positive difference in students' ability to learn 
new vocabulary.  Using the same consistent practices for the six week study period helped all 
participants in the study earn better vocabulary scores on their assessments and gain more 
awareness of strategies that can be used to decode unfamiliar words.  However, based on the post 
survey, many of these students did not see the correlation between their practices and their real 
world experiences.  Students agreed that they have found ways to learn new vocabulary, but they 
did not foresee using that new vocabulary in the future.  The overall process had many pieces 
that were followed, so it was difficult to determine exactly which practices were more effective 
than others.  This study definitely showed that direct vocabulary instruction using a variety of 
specific strategies benefitted students' learning. Certain methods engaged and aided some 
students more, while entirely different methods proved to be more powerful for other students. 
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Going forward, these vocabulary strategies will continue to be used for the remainder of 
this school year with all students.  Additional strategies may be added to assist students who are 
still struggling.  Those strategies may include more one-to-one instructions, additional drill 
activities, practicing chunking, additional review for assessments, and answering active reader 
questions to check for understanding more often while students are reading individually.  Even 
though student growth was not as significant as first hoped, all students showed growth; 
therefore, it is important to continue to use these practices.  
Culturally Relevant Writing Curriculum 
 
 Overall, while a culturally relevant writing curriculum improved engagement and on task 
behaviors, and thus was a positive addition to my instruction. Upon reflection of this research 
there are aspects of the unit which could be changed to make it even more effective.   
There were two students in particular whose behavior did not improve as much as the 
other selected students. Both of these students come from extremely difficult home lives. One is 
homeless, while the other is being raised by a sibling as the childs’ parents were recently killed. 
With such a tumultuous home, focusing on something as comparatively trivial as poetry, must 
have been very difficult. As an educator, I was reminded that no student enters my classroom the 
same way, regardless of race or economic status. They bring stressors and successes with them. 
It is important to keep outside factors in mind, and utilize in school supports such as counselors 
and social workers to help students in every aspect of their lives.   
Moving forward, this unit would probably be better utilized at the beginning of the year. 
It is potentially an excellent way to get to know your students and their backgrounds. It can also 
help students feel successful early on in the school year. They become much less frustrated when 
writing about their own culture as opposed to an assigned topic, as they already know a fair 
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amount about it. They can learn the basics of writing through a familiar and interesting topic, 
which sets them up for success on future writings.   
Differentiated Assessments 
 
 The purpose of this study was to identify how different styles of assessments can affect 
the academic achievement for Native American and low income students. Based on the data that 
was collected the style of assessment did not make a difference. The research suggested that 
performance-based assessments are a better measure of our student’s ability to achieve the 
aspirations we hold for them than are conventional forms of standardized testing (Clark & Clark, 
2000). However, in the study students on average scored higher on the traditional style of 
assessment rather than the performance assessment. 
Looking closer at the study there were six total assessments given and this was based 
solely on one unit. Administering six assessments during six weeks of implementation was tough 
to do. I do wonder if there would have been more conclusive data if this would have been 
tracked over the entire school year across all of the science units that are taught rather than just 
the one molecules unit. Some other units might have taken the higher level thinking out of the 
application of the performance based assessments. Students could use the actual components in 
their performance assessment rather than having to pretend what they are. For example if 
students were to build a Rube Goldberg machine that would be the performance assessment and 
then have to take a traditional assessment on the components they used, such as circuit and axels. 
These types of comparison assessments might yield more accurate results. Moving forward, my 
focus will be on the exploration of how Native American and low income students’ academic 
growth can be influenced by the style of assessment. 
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Conclusion  
 
 Native American and low income students face many obstacles when it comes to 
learning. Their backgrounds, home life, and family situations can put them grade levels behind 
their peers. It can be difficult for educators to find ways to support these children. While there 
are no magic fixes in education, and no strategy will work for every student, strategies such as 
building relationships, deliberate vocabulary instruction, and a culturally relevant writing 
curriculum can help educators when working with this population. Our research suggests: a 
strong student-teacher relationship can help keep students engaged in the classroom; vocabulary 
strategies can help bridge the word gap so commonly associated with poverty; culturally relevant 
writing curriculum did help keep students engaged in the work; yet differentiating assessments 
and utilizing performance based assessments did not help students reach proficiency on academic 
standards. These elements, along with school wide supports such as counselors and social 
workers, can help ensure academic, social, and emotional success for these students.  
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Appendix A 
Teacher Student Relationship Questionnaire 
 Teacher-Student Relationship Questionnaire 
Statement 
Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Disagree 
Strongly 
Disagree 
1.  My teacher provides support for all students.     
2.  My teacher has a positive attitude on a daily basis.     
3.  My teacher presents the information in a way that is 
easy to understand. 
    
4.  My teacher cares about my academic and social well-
being. 
    
5.  My teacher is sensitive to all students.     
6.  My teacher views me as an important part of the 
classroom. 
    
7.  My teacher motivates me to give my best effort.     
8.  I admire my teacher.     
9.  My teacher uses various cultural activities in the lessons, 
like experimentation, case studies, live examples, etc. 
    
10.  My teacher guides students in a positive direction for 
their personal growth. 
    
11.  My teacher encourages student feedback.     
12.  My teacher acknowledges student effort through 
recognition and praise 
    
13.  My teacher calls upon students in the decision-making 
process. 
    
14.  My teacher uses examples of student background 
experiences, beliefs, and knowledge. 
    
TSRQ Instructions 
This questionnaire has statements about the teacher.  For each statement, 
check the appropriate box corresponding to your response to the statement. 
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15.  My teacher provides high and clear expectations for 
academic performance. 
    
16.  My teacher lets students take risks in classroom 
learning activities. 
    
17.  My teacher takes the time to assist individual students 
that need help. 
    
18.  My teacher motivates students through inspiring 
teaching. 
    
19.  My teacher consistently engages students in 
meaningful classroom activities that are connected to real-
world experiences. 
    
20.  My teacher makes teaching attractive by showing how 
theory is implemented in the real world. 
    
21.  I have a positive view of my teacher.     
22.  My teacher focuses on stopping unwanted behavior for 
the majority of the class period. 
    
23.  My teacher is accepting to all student’s cultures.     
24.  I am able to take risks in the classroom with feeling 
embarrassed. 
    
25.  I enjoy coming to my teacher’s classroom.     
26.  I view my teacher as a good person and I feel that my 
teacher is coach, mentor, or partner. 
    
27.  I am able to ask for assistance without fear of rejection 
or embarrassment. 
    
28.  My teacher’s expectations are high, clear, and fair for 
all students. 
    
29.  My teacher uses various strategies to promote unity, 
order, satisfaction, and less conflict in the classroom. 
    
30.  My teacher connects emotionally with the students.     
31.  My teacher expects me to succeed.     
32.  My teacher is patient with students when directing 
them to learn appropriate behaviors. 
    
33.  My teacher has a good attitude.     
34.  My teacher makes positive comments about the 
student’s abilities to learn. 
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35.  My teacher’s classroom is structured with routines and 
procedures. 
    
36.  My teacher conducts himself professionally.     
37.  My teacher talks enthusiastically about his subject.     
38.  My teacher trusts me.     
39.  My teacher holds our attention.     
40.  My teacher is willing to explain things again.     
41.  If we have something to say, my teacher will listen.     
42.  My teacher is sarcastic in a mean way.     
43.  My teacher helps me with my homework.     
44.  We can decide some things in my teacher’s class.     
45.  My teacher is friendly.     
46.  My teacher thinks that we do not know anything.     
47.  My teacher is someone we can depend on.     
48.  My teacher lets us fool around in class.     
49.  My teacher has a sense of humor.     
50.  My teacher’s class is pleasant.     
 
Please respond to each of the following questions with a yes 
or no answer. 
1.  Do you have a favorite subject? 
 
2.  Do you have a favorite teacher? 
 
3.  Does your favorite teacher teach your favorite subject? 
 
4.  Does your favorite teacher encourage you to work harder? 
 
5.  Is it important to you that teachers display a personal interest in you? 
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6.  Has it been your experience that when a teacher displays a personal interest in you that you achieve 
higher grades? 
 
7.  Do you feel that the relationship that you have with the teacher is important? 
 
8.  For the teachers who made you feel respected and worthy, did you get higher grades? 
 
9.  Do you think the relationship between yourself and a teacher has an impact on your success? 
 
10.  Do you perform as well in school in a classroom environment that you do not recognize as caring? 
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Appendix B 
Student Engagement Observation Checklist 
Building Relationships 
Engagement Checklist 
Student: ____________________________   Date: ______________________________ 
 
Evidence of Student Engagement during Teacher-
Directed Learning 
Check if Evidence was 
Observed 
Paying attention (student is alert, tracking with their eyes)  
Taking notes/using Chromebook computer productively  
Listening (as opposed to chatting, or sleeping)  
Asking questions (content related)  
Responding to questions (whole group, small group)  
Following requests (participating)  
Reacting (laughing, crying, shouting, etc.)  
 
Evidence of Student Engagement during Student-
Directed Learning 
Check if Evidence was 
Observed 
Reading Critically (with pen/highlighter in hand)  
Writing to learn  
Creating, planning, problem solving  
Discussing, debating, asking questions  
Performing/presenting  
Inquiring, exploring, experimenting  
Explaining, evaluating  
Interacting with other students, gesturing and moving  
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Appendix C  
Vocabulary Survey 
How I Feel About Vocabulary 
Rate each statement based on your feelings.  Please be honest with your answers. 
1.  I believe learning new vocabulary is important. 
               1                    2                     3                         4                         5                     6 
        Strongly        Disagree       Somewhat        Somewhat             Agree          Strongly 
       Disagree                             Disagree        Agree                  Agree 
 
 
2. I believe learning vocabulary can be fun. 
               1                    2                     3                         4                         5                     6 
        Strongly        Disagree       Somewhat        Somewhat             Agree          Strongly 
       Disagree                         Disagree           Agree                  Agree 
 
 
3.  I believe people with larger vocabulary are more successful than those who don’t have a large 
vocabulary. 
               1                    2                     3                         4                         5                     6 
        Strongly        Disagree       Somewhat        Somewhat             Agree          Strongly 
       Disagree                          Disagree         Agree                 Agree 
 
 
4.  I believe people have enough of a vocabulary to be successful all through life. (Even as an 
adult.) 
               1                    2                     3                         4                         5                     6 
        Strongly        Disagree       Somewhat        Somewhat             Agree          Strongly 
        Disagree                         Disagree          Agree                  Agree 
 
 
5.  I know at least one method to memorize vocabulary for my test. 
               1                    2                     3                         4                         5                     6 
        Strongly        Disagree       Somewhat        Somewhat             Agree          Strongly 
       Disagree                         Disagree          Agree                 Agree 
 
 
6.  I am familiar with ways that I can learn and remember new vocabulary well enough to use it on 
my own. 
               1                    2                     3                         4                         5                     6 
        Strongly        Disagree       Somewhat        Somewhat             Agree          Strongly 
       Disagree                         Disagree           Agree                 Agree 
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Vocabulary Survey, Part 2 Decoding Strategies 
 
What Does That Word Mean? 
 
Please the following survey by identifying what you would do if you come across a word you do 
not know. 
 
1.  I ask someone to help me define and understand the word. 
          Never                    Sometimes  Often 
 
2. I look up the word in a dictionary, thesaurus, or some online resource. 
          Never                    Sometimes   Often 
 
3. I break the word apart and try to identify parts of the word I do know. 
          Never                    Sometimes   Often 
 
4. I read the word before or behind the unknown for clues of what the word means. 
          Never                    Sometimes   Often 
 
5.  I use context clues (words the sentences or paragraph the word is in) to make an inference of    
what the word means. 
          Never                    Sometimes   Often 
 
6. I can review what I have read so far and decide the word’s meaning based on the context or 
situation that is playing out. 
          Never                    Sometimes   Often 
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Appendix D 
Call of the Wild Vocabulary Pretest 
The Call of the Wild Vocabulary Pre-Test 
For each vocabulary term below, identify your knowledge of the term.  If you know the 
word, complete the final box on each line by explaining the word. 
Vocabulary 
Terms 
I have 
never 
heard 
or 
seen 
this 
word. 
I have 
heard 
or 
seen 
this 
word. 
I know 
this word 
but can’t 
explain it. 
I know 
this 
word, 
and I 
can use 
it. 
What is the word’s meaning? 
(example, sentence, definition.) 
1.tidewater      
2. demesne      
3. Klondike      
4. metamorphosed      
5. traces      
6. introspective      
7. ignominiously      
8. consternation      
9. indispensable      
10. fastidiousness      
11. retrogression      
12. dominant      
13. primordial      
14. precipitate      
15. pandemonium      
16. moccasins      
17. Santa Clara 
Valley 
     
18. insidious      
19. solidarity      
20. vexation      
21. inexorable      
22. coveted      
23. obdurate      
24. perpetual      
25. morose      
26. malinger      
27. salient      
28. callowness      
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29. repugnance      
30. Pullman      
31. averred      
32. voracious      
33. perambulating      
34. innocuously      
35. monosyllabic      
36. manifested      
37. waxed      
38. eloquent      
39. transient      
40. peremptorily      
41. malicious      
42. appalled      
43. gratifying      
44. pertinacity      
45. imperiously      
46. latent      
47. prowess      
48. carnivorous      
49. incarnate      
50. usurp      
51. agility      
52. discomfited      
53. abiding      
54.plot       
55. setting      
56. inference      
57. foreshadowing      
58. theme      
59. symbol      
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Appendix E  
Vocabulary Sheet 
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Appendix F 
Vocabulary Assessment 1 
Call of the Wild Vocabulary Formative Assessment #1 
Directions:  Match the letter of the definition on the right with the number of the vocabulary word on the 
left. 
 
_______1. Klondike     A. harness ropes 
 
_______2. Metamorphosed    B. ruled territory 
 
_______3. Demesne     C. extremely important 
 
_______4. Tidewater     D. Thoughtful about oneself 
 
_______5. Indispensable    E. northwest Canada 
 
_______6. Traces     F. seacoast 
 
_______7. Introspective     G. changed 
 
_______8. Primordial     A. leather slippers 
 
_______9. Moccasins     B. desired 
 
_______10. Solidarity     C. continual 
 
_______11. Vexation     D. moody 
 
_______12. Morose     E. unity 
 
_______13. Ignominiously    F. annoyance 
 
_______14. Perpetual     G. ancient history 
 
_______15. coveted     H. With disgrace or shame consternation, 
confusion 
 
_______16. Santa Clara Valley    I. Judge Miller’s place in California 
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Appendix G 
Vocabulary Assessment 2 
Call of the Wild Formative Assessment #2      
Directions: Match the letter of the definition on the right with the number of the vocabulary word 
on the left 
 
1. Malicious  A. changed, tranformed 
 
2. Metamorphosed  B. to take over; seize unjustly 
 
3. Demesne  C. needed, necessary 
 
4. Usurp  D. evil intentions 
 
5. Indispensable  E. large area of land 
 
 
6. Appalled  A. unity 
 
7. Manifested  B. bewilderment, annoyance 
 
8. Repugnance  C. disgusted 
 
9. Solidarity  D. obvious, to make plain 
 
10. Vexation  E. strong dislike 
 
 
11. Morose  A. continual, lasting 
 
12. Coveted  B. sad 
 
13. Perpetual  C. desired, wanted, craved 
 
14. Gratifying  D. able to move quickly 
 
15. Agility  E. satisfying 
 
16. traces  F. harnesses 
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Appendix H 
Vocabulary Assessment 3 
Call of the Wild Formative Assessment #3 
Define each vocabulary word. 
1. Demesne  
 
2. Metamorphosed   
 
3. Introspective   
 
4. Consternation  
 
5. Indispensable  
 
6. Retrogression  
 
7. Dominant   
 
8. Pandemonium   
 
9. Insidious   
 
10. Solidarity   
 
11. Vexation   
 
12. Inexorable   
 
13. Coveted   
 
14. Perpetual   
 
15. Morose   
 
16. Malinger   
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Appendix I 
Vocabulary Assessment 4 
Call of the Wild Formative Assessment #4 
Define each vocabulary word. 
1. Callowness  
 
2. Repugnance   
 
3. Voracious   
 
4. Manifested   
 
5. Waxed    
 
6. Malicious   
 
7. Appalled   
 
8. Gratifying  
 
9. Latent  
 
10. Prowess 
 
11. Usurp   
 
12. Agility   
 
13. Discomfited  
 
14. Inference 
 
15. Theme  
 
16. Foreshadowing  
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Appendix J 
Vocabulary Summative Assessment 
The Call of the Wild Vocabulary Summative 
For each vocabulary term below, identify your knowledge of the term.  If you know the 
word, complete the final box on each line by explaining the word. 
Call of Wild Vocabulary 
Summative Assessment 
What is the word’s meaning? 
(example, sentence, definition.) 
1.tidewater  
2. demesne  
3. Klondike  
4. metamorphosed  
5. traces  
6. introspective  
7. ignominiously  
8. consternation  
9. indispensable  
10. fastidiousness  
11. retrogression  
12. dominant  
13. primordial  
14. precipitate  
15. pandemonium  
16. moccasins  
17. Santa Clara Valley  
18. insidious  
19. solidarity  
20. vexation  
21. inexorable  
22. coveted  
23. obdurate  
24. perpetual  
25. morose  
26. malinger  
27. salient  
28. callowness  
29. repugnance  
30. Pullman  
31. averred  
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32. voracious  
33. perambulating  
34. innocuously  
35. monosyllabic  
36. manifested  
37. waxed  
38. eloquent  
39. transient  
40. peremptorily  
41. malicious  
42. appalled  
43. gratifying  
44. pertinacity  
45. imperiously  
46. latent  
47. prowess  
48. carnivorous  
49. incarnate  
50. usurp  
51. agility  
52. discomfited  
53. abiding  
54.plot   
55. setting  
56. inference  
57. foreshadowing  
58. theme  
59. symbol  
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Appendix K 
Attitudes Survey 
School & Poetry Attitude Assessment 
Identifier  
Your identifier is a code which you create, but DOES NOT contain any parts of your name or anything 
else which might make this survey stand out as belonging to you. Pick a random word, and 2-3 numbers, 
in any combination which only you know. Please jot this down in your planner somewhere, so you can 
remember it when you take the post-unit survey. Doing this allows me to see if individual attitudes 
changed throughout this unit. 
Your identifier: _________________________ 
Attitudes 
Please answer these questions about how you feel about school. Please answer honestly so that I may 
get the best data. Remember, this is completely anonymous. Check the box that most closely aligns to 
your answer.  
In general, how do you feel about school? 
 1- I hate it 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5-I love it 
On average, how many days of the week do you enjoy English class?  
 0 days-I never enjoy English class 
 1 day per week 
 2 days per week 
 3 days-I enjoy every day in English class 
Please explain your response to the previous question. What things to you specifically like or 
dislike? 
 
 
 
Do you feel that the skills you are learning in English will help you in your future? 
 Yes 
 No 
Please explain your answer to the previous question.  
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Culture 
Please answer the following questions about your perceptions of culture.  
Do you feel it is important to study other cultures? 
 Yes 
 No 
Please explain your answer to the previous question.  
 
 
In your life, what types of cultural events have you experienced? Check all that apply.  
 Attended a religious service different than my own.  
 Gone to a restaurant with foods of a different culture.  
 Been in a place where most people spoke a different language than I do.  
 Attended a cultural event (ex: Eid al-Fitr, UTTC Pow-wow, Passover, etc.) 
 Been in the minority (can also include traveling somewhere where you have been a minority) 
What other languages, if any, were spoken by your grandparents or great-grandparents? If you don’t 
know, just answer “I don’t know.” 
 
What other cultures would you be interested in learning about? List as many as you are interested in, 
you can also include your own culture if you don’t know much about it.  
 
 
 
Thank you for taking this survey. When you are finished, please place it upside down on your desk.  
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Appendix L 
Observation Form 
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Appendix M 
Traditional Formative 1 
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Appendix N 
Performance Based Assessment 1
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Appendix O 
Teacher Observation Sheet 
1. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
2. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
3. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
4. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
5. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
6. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
7. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
8. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
9. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
10. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
11. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
12. Date: 
Name: 
Standard: 
Evidence: 
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Appendix P 
Performance Based Assessment 2
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Appendix Q  
Traditional Assessment 2 
       Name 
_________________________________ Per _____ 
MS-PS1: Matter and Its Interactions 
 
 
Draw a model of the following molecules. 
 
 
7)  3CO2            8) FeO3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9) C2H6            10)  2H2O 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11)  SiO2            12)  NH4 
 
 
 
 
FINDING BETTER WAYS  76 
 
Appendix R 
Traditional Assessment 3 
       Name 
_________________________________ Per _____ 
MS-PS1: Matter and Its Interactions 
 
Draw the molecules below. Please remember to include the correct bonds 
 
 
1) C2H6        2) CH2O 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3) CO2        4) FeO3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5)  C3H8        6) MgS3O4 
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Appendix S  
Performance Based Assessment 3 
       Name 
_________________________________ Per _____ 
MS-PS1: Matter and Its Interactions 
 
 
Build the following molecules using the colored marshmallows and toothpicks. 
Carbon = Green Hydrogen = Pink 
Oxygen = Yellow Nitrogen = Orange 
 
 
 
7)  3CO2            8) H2O2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9) C2H6            10)  2H2O 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11)  NO2            12)  NH4 
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Appendix T 
Observation Data 
 
